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From the very first stages of life, parents have provided their children with love and protec-
tion against harm from within or without, especially from life-threatening situations.
Children's perception of death as a unique phenomena develops around age ten and later on,
when they begin to grasp the meaning of mortality. This often occurs when they themselves
suffer from terminal illness. Children have been the object ofdestruction, as witnessed by The
Holocaust and Hiroshima. The threat of nuclear war poses a new problem for parents, since
threatening others is no longer a viable solution to the conflict. In addition, adults manifest a
massive denial that the destruction of mankind can take place at any time. This denial, like a
family secret, prevents children from asking questions and expressing to their parents their
fears about their own and mankind's destruction. Examples are given of how children do ex-
press their concerns and fears about the nuclear threat when they are allowed to express
themselves. Unless this denial is replaced by open communication about the seriousness of the
situation, children and adolescents will view the adults' denial as numbness and folly and as
responsible for the world's destruction. A meaningful dialogue between parents and children
about the threat is given as the solution to the family conflict.
From the beginning of civilization parents have provided their children with the
nurturing element of love, from which children experience an inner sense ofsecurity
and trust. This lays the foundation upon which they will develop a conscious sense
of their individual identity in a physical, emotional, and moral sense. Within this
framework, children feel protected from any threat whether from without or from
within. Very early on the child introjects and weaves into his fresh, developing mind
this parental protective shield. We can understand why the two-year-old's magical
thinking gives him the reassurance that no matter how his leg or finger hurts, a kiss
from mother can make it feel all better. Children know that nothing can happen to
them because their parents are there to protect them. As children enter adolescence
and later become adults they will, in turn, transmit to their children this feeling of
security and safety even in the face of certain death. Such an example is found in
Hillel Klein's [1] description of the experience of Jewish children in concentration
camps during the Second World War. He reported that parents who were aware of
their precarious condition attempted to protect and soothe their children more in-
tensely than ever before. When this protective mechanism was no longer viable and
the children in the concentration camp became aware oftheir fate and that of others
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as real and irreparable, they could only relate to death as mysterious, unique, and
personal (as children normally do) for brief periods of time. When death occurred
by the tens of thousands-when its quantitative aspects became its dominant
qualitative aspects-it imprinted itself on them as familiar, banal, anonymous, and
senseless.
Death is that part of our mortality which we face every day and learn, often pain-
fully, to accept. Although children acquire the grasp of the meaning of mortality
around ten to 15 years of age, their reaction to death at this time is influenced more
by their emotional struggles than by their intellectual capacities.' Rather than react-
ing to their own deaths as a realistic condition to which they must adapt, seven- to
nine-year-old children interpret death as the result of a punishment for a real or
imagined misdeed. Younger children may regress and express fears of abandon-
ment. For us, parents and adults, the death of children is so painful to witness and
so difficult to come to terms with, because it reminds us of our inability to protect
those human beings whose life depended on us, to help them grow up, to become
adults and have children of their own.
Unfortunately, children need to be protected by their parents not only from
disease, illness, and natural disasters, but also from the destruction perpetrated by
other human beings. It is difficult to conceive, and yet it is a fact that the more
"civilized" we become, the more destructive we are to our fellow human beings. Our
humanity and our consciences often seem to lack the guilt necessary to curb and con-
trol our own aggressive and destructive impulses, and thus reprehensible conduct is
made personally and socially acceptable by portraying it as in the service of moral
ends. On this pretext, people and nations have killed in the name of religion and for
moral and political principles. This inability to protect each other from our own
destructiveness shows a basic defect in our collective conscience. We need only to re-
mind ourselves of the senseless killings of children during the world wars, The
Holocaust, and the nuclear destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In the words of
Setsuko Thurlow [3] a Hiroshima survivor who was 13 years old when the atomic
bomb was dropped and is now living in Canada: "August 6, 1945 promised to be
another routine sweltering day, after an air raid alarm during the night, the 'all clear'
sirens sounded early in the morning, and by 8:15 the people were beginning their
daily tasks. Suddenly with a thunderous roar and a swelling mushroom cloud, the
city of Hiroshima was no more. All that remained was a sea of debris under which
tens of thousands were burned alive. Mountains of corpses, charred and swollen
beyond recognition and then nothing but ashes as a result of7,000° heat. In this
'Lewis [2] has summarized children's concepts of death: During the first few years, the child ordinarily
has virtually no concept of death other than of death as a disappearance. However, faced with traumatic
events such as the death of a parent, children under the age of five may develop what seems to be a
precocious understanding of death.
Children between five and ten years of age (approximately) are beginning to clarify their concepts of
death but are at times still confused. For example, a child may say, "When I die, my heart stops. I can't
see, and I can't hear. But if I am buried, how will I breathe?" Some of the child's difficulty in thinking
clearly about death is developmental, but some of the difficulty is emotional. If a child of this age has a
heightened concern about a part of his body and its functioning, he or she may tend to think of death in
terms of harm to that part of the body and its functioning, especially since the child also tends to think in
concrete terms at this stage.
Somewhere between ten and 15 years ofage, the child acquires a grasp of the meaning of mortality; yet
the young adolescent who is concerned with, among other things, sexual performance, control of im-
pulses, physical intactness, and separation from parents may react with anxiety if any one of these sen-
sitive conflict areas is involved in the fatal illness.
94CHILDREN AND THE NUCLEAR THREAT
way, one third of the population of 360,000 perished. Young children, women, the
elderly, together with military personnel who constituted about ten percent of the
population, were the victims of the world's first indiscriminate mass killing weapon.
It was to haunt humanity, a curse of scientific and technological progress."
It should not surprise us that, along with an innate mechanism to protect our own
kind, we can wish the destruction of other human beings. Paradoxical as it may
seem, opposing emotions and actions live side by side within us. Our hatred for
others may be expressed through its opposite: love. A wish for peace may be a
defense against aggression. The expression "Peace through strength" merely
highlights the paradox. As long as there is an enemy to blame, we can justify our
actions and our aggression, as well.
The nuclear threat is a very different threat not only because the extermination of
the species is possible, but because our fear ofa nuclear threat can no longer be dealt
with and justified by similarly threatening the enemy. To prevent our own destruc-
tion we have to look at ourselves, and we then find that the next step in coping with
our fear of the nuclear threat is massive denial. The idea ofexterminating ourselves
is so chilling that we have decided to deny it to ourselves and to our children and pre-
tend it cannot happen. Lifton [4] says that we live in a special realm of existential
absurdity. It is a serious absurdity, like a family secret regarding which, because of
our own denial, children are not allowed to ask, to know, to speak up, even though
we need only look back at the Cuban missile crisis and Three Mile Island to realize
that a nuclear accident or a nuclear war can happen at any time. Thus children also
appear to deny the existence of a nuclear threat, because they are waiting for a signal
from their parents which will allow them to express their views. Parents, in turn, are
so caught up in their own denial that they fail to communicate their true feelings and
their own views and perceptions so needed by their children in order that they can
learn coping behaviors to change fear into hope, death into life, passivity into
activity.
According to Schwebel [5], many young people tell us that the nuclear threat is
too terrible to contemplate. When they think about it, they feel resentful and
helpless and they learn to cope with life by living by the moment-and, probably,
most ofthe time by keeping the nuclear threat out of mind. Beardslee and Mack [61
did a survey of 1,000 grammar and high school students to determine how they felt
about nuclear weapons and power. Their findings suggested a general inquietude or
uneasiness about the future and about the present nature of nuclear weapons and
nuclear power. In the words of one high school student, "I don't choose to bring up
children in a world of such horrors and dangers of deformations. The world might
be gone in two seconds from now, but I still plan for the future because I am going
to live as long as I am going to live."
Recently I asked two ten-year-old fifth-graders about their thoughts on nuclear
weapons and nuclear war. The conversation went like this:
I asked "What do you know about nuclear weapons and nuclear war?"
"A nuclear war?" said one, smiling nervously, "it's horrible; we don't want it."
"Do you think about it?"
"No, we don't want to think about it," said the same girl while the other listened
intently.
"Why?"
"Because some crazy guy will push a button and kill us all. That's why."
"Where have you heard about nuclear weapons and nuclear war?"
"We have heard about it in the radio and in the news. We get scared when we hear
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about it because there isn't much we can do. I heard somebody in the news say that
we could go to Massachusetts to be safe but it can't be done," said the second fifth-
grader. At this point the first fifth-grader said: "Do we have to talk about this? I am
going to have nightmares tonight."
Thus, children's apparent denial is really a mechanism to protect themselves from
their fear of helplessness, especially when the parents behave as if the threat doesn't
exist and unconsciously send children a message to ignore it. To build denial upon
denial is detrimental to the mental health ofchildren because this lays a faulty foun-
dation for the development of moral values, ofjustice and fairness, and will lead to
more serious conflicts in their identity formation because they have built a set of
values with tenuous foundations and a false, not a true, sense of security. Growing
up in a social environment that tolerates and ignores the risk of total destruction
tends to foster those patterns of personality functioning that can lead to a sense of
powerlessness and cynical resignation [7]. More serious yet, the personality of the
child may continue to develop without the built-in mechanism necessary to ex-
perience this fear, to express it, to understand the meaning of aggression and learn
how to modify it, transform it, and put it in the service of humanity. Adolescence is
such a testing ground for the experimentation of love and aggression; our children
need to experience it with a sense of what true values have been handed to them
before they can establish their own. Unless meaningful communication takes place
between parents and their children and both act to cope with the serious conse-
quences ofpossible nuclear war, adolescents will view the adults' denial as numbness
and folly, responsible for the world's destruction. Their future will be clouded with
anxiety that will lead them either to participate in massive denial and thus vicar-
iously allow their destructive wishes to go unabated or to experience a sense ofdoom
and helplessness through participation in the drug culture, cults, and anti-system ac-
tivities.
Like all threats to the physical and emotional well-being of children, the nuclear
threat can only be dealt with by developing a family awareness ofit: first by undoing
the denial, i.e., by coming to terms with the fact that a nuclear holocaust and the end
of our species is a threat as real as world hunger; second, by realizing that we can do
something about it; and finally, by taking more control of life and our lives rather
than just accepting our passivity or projecting our anger onto our enemy.
As parents, we have a responsibility to convey to our children our responsibility
toward all mankind. This feeling will give our children a true sense of security
because we will then be truly free. We as adults have the ability to think, to feel, and
to express ourselves.
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